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growth and ripening of the manioc, the millet, 
or the wheat. It is a miracle because the 
results are out of all proportion to the actual 
work required to bring it about. Others may 
come to closer grips with nature, wTestling 
with it, throwing it to the ground, and making 
it henceforward w'ork for them; to the peasant 
Oils the peculiar task of making love to it. He 
s the patient tiller of the soil. W hereas the 
workman has faith in his tools, in the skill of 
bis hands, fn his materials, the peasant’s faith 
in the mysterious germination of the seed 
in the earth. When he has done his part, he 
*an only wait for nature to do the rest. The 
primitive peasant is doubly in bondage : to the 
spirits and to the earth. When the witch 
doctor or the initiate is possessed by an invi- 
sible but present demon, when he loams at the 
mouth in a trance or is suddenly seized with 
violent paroxysms, the African peasant is not 
astonished. He has his field before him, 
possessed during the growing season by a 
pc.uer as evident and as confusing, wracked 
*ad heaving with the dark violence of the 
rtp<ning crops. So, too, the object of art is 
mi first to be a mere tool. The pruning 
hi tV the planting stick, and the hoe are 
flfeFtruments that assure mastery of the soil. 
TW ancestor statues, the dolls, and the masks 
m* instruments that assure the neutrality or 
benevolence of the spirits. 
fVn in the eighteenth century one went on 
descriptions of unknown lands to 
apt- to interpret their customs (the obje< : 
_j being criticism of European society), it 
believed at first that all Negro statue- 
ented gods : that they were fetishes. 
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fziurJUo |eatii|od uo sisrqduia s» sjswu^jm isairaj8 mi pauiaap 
8uo| aAPq yaq aqi uo satiuo iet|M aq ||sm iqStui sqi8uaj|s iwitaril sy 
•pariSie aAtq 'qnuis -uosjoqaiN pjeuo<] put ifjBp | -j_ ‘sjaquiaui 
IS uuuoj omi si ‘Aepoi puy luauidopAap isyeudr:) via-v-sia 
ajnyna tuapoui jo AjopafeJi aqi dstj8 01 auo smo||p aptuax/s 
»Hi Jo Xjaiaoj,- ai a ‘ajnpunfuoa ayiaads > jo ino uaiiUM q8noqyy 
_a8ruii ue sauioaaq 11 jrqi aarfap r y>ns 01 paie|nuinaae inidea, 
*eA|iaupansisoiu pauyap ..‘apBiaads.josuuai ui ajnyna sseui pur 
•tipaui Huiiajjjtuj jo Ajaiaos sup paz/|tue pjoqafl uoiidiunsuon 
«eui Aq UiAUp pur a8ruii aqi uo pajaiuaa uisi|riidri jo a8ris Mau 
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1966 , 

Marcel Duchamp completes his installation Etant Donnas in the Philadelphia Museum of Art 
his mounting influence on younger artists climaxes with the posthumous revelation of this 
new work. 




O ne way — and by no means the least telling — of character- 
izing the aesthetic climate of the sixties is to notice the 
degree to which Picasso’s reputation had become eclipsed 
by Duchamp’s. If Picasso had been the wizard of modernism, the 
a great inventor of Cubism and of the principle of collage, he had also 
been the ceaselessly protean producer, keeping alive the tradition of 
painting in an endless parade of pictorial styles, fanning the dying 
_ embers of the printmaking process, pushing the boundaries of tra- 
il ditional sculpture. Duchamp, by contrast, had “stopped painting" 
i, in 1920 to take up chess, as he claimed, an4to issue a series of ready - 
£ • mades under the pseudonym Rrose Selavy. Compared with the 

avalanche of publicity, exhibitions, and critical literature that sur- 
rounded Picasso, the “serene obscurity" into which Duchamp had 
settled in New York by the forties was broken only by a special issue 
■ ot the Surrealist influenced magazine View devoted to him in 1945 
(a first monograph on Duchamp would not be published until 
1959). Living in a spartanly simple apartment, his only contact with 
the art world was through a few displaced Surrealists and the avant- 
garde composer John Cage. But this, it turns out, was enough. 

By the fifties Cage, fascinated with Duchamp’s ideas about 
chance, had spread the news of Duchamp’s example to his friend, 
the painter Robert Rauschenberg. Through Rauschenberg some* 
♦ thing of Duchamp’s procedures was transmitted to Jasper Johns, 
although Johns claims that the works for his amazing premier exhi- 
bition in 1957 (his Targets with cast body parts, and his Flags ) were 
made betore he learned about Duchamp and that it was only after 
critics labeled his work “neo-Dada” and spoke of their identity as 
readymades that he and Rauschenberg began to find out about the 
phenomenon in earnest. By 1959 they had met Duchamp, seen the 
extraordinary constellation of his work in the Arensberg Collec- 
tion at the Philadelphia Museum of An (including The Large Glass) 
and by I960 they had read the newly published, English version of 
The Green Box (1934), Duchamp’s elaborate notes for the Glass, 
and — in /the case of Johns — had begun to collect work by 
Duchamp, particularly the cast pieces Duchamp made in the fifties 
and had issued in limited editions [2], 

Although Johns’s work clearly manifested two of the "paradigms” 

;> whi chthe name Duchamp is firmly attached — the 
thi ^jndex^ fthe latter indicated by Johns’s use of 

A 1907. twi ’ • r „ ■ 1968b ♦ «9S3. 


cast body parts as well as various “devices,” such as the medium « 
encaustic, or the use of squeegees for smearing paint, that emphasi; 
the pictoriai mark as a form of trace) — he himself signaled tl 
mipnrtiinrr ot-i fh^d. “With Duchamp." Johns wrote in 1% 
^kM igingr . has pri oa n n. .. Duchamp’s Large Glass shows his cot 
ception ot work as a mental, not a visual or sensual, experience.” 

Peep show 

It was these three “paradigms,” or models for how to make a worl 
that had firmly established themselves in the American context < 
the early sixties. The readymade was everywhere, thoroughly permt 

a ating Fluxus production as well as forming the conceptual armaMt 

• of Pop art. The index not only manifested itself in the body cast 
Johns cqntinued to make, as well as those fashioned by Robei 
Morris and Bruce Nauman (born 1941) (H but also spread to 
whole network of “traces,” such as Morris’s registration of his ow 
brain waves in Self-Portrait (EEC) ( 1963), and was additionally to h 
found in the Fluxus obsession with chance. The language mode 
which began by staying close to Duchamp’s example in The Gree 
Box — for instance, Morris’s Card File, m which the object is nothin 
but the typed and alphabetized record of its own conception an 
execution — would develop by the late sixties into Conceptual ar 

■ in which the reflections on language by Duchamp and Ludwi 
Wittgenstein would combine to form what Johns had called a “con 
ception of work as a mental, not a visual or sensual, experience.” 
The new ascendancy of these three paradigms left that of Cubis 
collage seeming more and more compromised — nothing but th 
cynically corrupted language of advertising and other forms o 
mass media into which it had been incorporated even befor 
World War 11. The only way collage could be practiced by the avant 
garde in the postwar period was through a dialect icaf reversal tha 
would use it negatively, in the register of trash: the commodir 
exposed as planned obsolescence, as in the practice of decollagc or ii 

♦ Rauschenberg’s assemblages or Arman’s “ pouhelles.” 

But Duchamp treated his own “dominance” in a typicall; 
Duchampian way. He disowned it through the kind of overthrov 
manifested in the work he had secretly been making throughou 
the previous two decades and had brought to completion in I960 

A 1914. 1960c, 1962a >9046 • t«iB. W-'J BIOSS 1068b ♦ 1Q60n 
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Duchamp s Etant Donnes is placed in just such a building. But 
against the grain of the public nature of this space of shared experi- 
ence, the work is perversely hidden. Seen through the peepholes 
drilled into the oaken door that is its sole visible aspect within its 
setting at large, the diorama reveals itself to only one viewer at a 
time. And that viewer, far from assuming the detached posture of 
aesthetic disinterest,’ is forced into an acute awareness that, while 
glued to the peephole so as to peer into the space of the erotic spec- 
tacle, he or she is exposed to being seen from behind by someone 
else, a guard perhaps, or a third person entering the gallery. Always 
potentially caught in the act,” this visual experience is never able 
to transcend the body that supports it in order to connect to the 
object of its judgment; rather, that body thickens into an object for 
itself, rendered carnal by its opening to feelings of shame. 

The spectacle behind the door is, meanwhile, fashioned to articu- 
late this carnalization of the viewer. Exactly replicating the model 
of Renaissance perspective, the mise-en-sc*ne presents its nude 
behind thejagged opening of a brick wall in a parody of Alberti s 


notion that the plane through which we look in a perspect 
construction is like that of a window. Further, orchestrating p 
spective s geometries through which the cone of vision (com-ng t< 
point in the viewer’s eye— the viewing point) is the exact mirror 
the pyramid of projection (coming to a point in “infinity” — t 
vanishing point), Duchamp’s peepholes set the viewing point 
mirrored twin to the hole directly opposite them, namely the poi 
between the nude’s legs, spread-eagled on her bed of twigs. Writii 
about Duchamp’s transformational systems, the French philosi 

Apher Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard captured this bipolar collapse 
viewing and vanishing point into twinned bodily orifices in the pi 
“Con celui qui voit ” ( roughly, “He who sees is a cunt”). 

Caught in the act 

The “Modernist Painting” position— itself an outgrowth < 
Enlightenment pressures to understand the specificity of the visu; 
arts in terms ot the separatenpss of vision from the other sens< 
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(vision being spatial, for instance. v,hile hearing is temporal)- 
had tied the idea of art’s autonomy (and its “disinterest ) to the 
t possibility of a purified sense of the visual. This disembodied 
"opticality" through which painlmg would acknowledge its 
distinctness from the other arts-by avoiding any sense ot the 
kinesthetic or the sculptural and instead addressing eyesight 
alone — staked the aesthetic, then, on the illusion that the viewing 
point was, as in the Renaissance diagram, truly reduced to a pure t 
speck of light and thus detached from any bodily experience. 

If “opticality” was the gauge of tt disinterest,” and the monumen 
tal scale of the color-field painting through which it was manifested 
,he guarantor of the collective space of its viewing, the Etant 
Donnts revokes this warrant of disinterest by carnalizing the viewer 
twice over. As the theoretical vantage point of the diagram thickens 
into the eroticized gaze of the voyeur, the space of the museum 
becomes a labyrinth of separate interests some of whom will have 
the power to alienate others from themselves by-catch ing them in 
the act of looking now defined as far from “pure.” 

. As Roland Barthes never tired of explaining, the Enlightenment 
theorized its notion of the “universal” as a way of consolidating 
the bourgeoisie’s power by making this power disappear as a 
historical fact only to reappear, instead, as the order of nature. 
“Classical art.” Barthes says in Wntmg Degree Zero, “could have 
no sense of being a language, for it was language, in other words 
it was transparent, it flowed and left no deposit, it brought 



ideally together a universal Spirit and a decorative sign without 

substance or responsibility.” 

The act of unmasking this “universality” and exposing it as histor- 
ically contingent operates in many ways throughout the histopr o 
modernism, from collage’s denaturalizing of the medium of 01 
paint, say, to the readymade’s insistence on the conventional, social 
character of art’s condition. But the Etant Dennis goes beyond the 
. way Fountain, the urinal Duchamp had submitted to the Society of 
Independent Artists exhibition in 1917. had exposed the social frame 
around the work-its official place of exhibition, its culture of legiti- 
mation in the process of judging and accepting it-as what in fact 
“constitutes” the work as art. For by lodging itself at the heart of 
the museum-public protector of the values of disincarnated dis- 
interest — the Etant Dennis was able to pour its logic along the very 
fault lines of the aesthetic system, making its framing conditions 
appear in startling clarity only to make them 'strange. 

The "institutional critique" that will now focus on the museum 
. as its site will range from Marcel Broodthaers's work in Belgium to 
• Daniel Buren's in Paris to Michael Asher's and Hans Haacke s in 
the United States. This focus on the institutional frame of the 
aesthetic system was energized by many sources, from the S.tua- 
lionist contribution to the events of May 1968 in Paris to the 
poststructuralist theorization of the conditions of * discourse in 
the work of writers such as Michel Foucault and lacqucs Derrida. 
But the Etant Donnis, lying within the very citadel of the museum 
itself, went to the heart of the aesthetic paradigm, critiquing it, 
demystifying it. deconstructing it. 
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